Program notes for Nocturne and Minuet

I first tried my hand at string quartet writing as one of my very first pieces when I began composing at age 17. The work had its moments but was obviously a first try and was soon discarded. However I’ve always felt great affinity for the form and as a violinist from 1965 to 1981, when forced to quit due to arthritis, quartets lend themselves to the way I instinctively think about music-making. It is daunting for any composer to attempt a contribution to the genre with the highest ratio of masterpieces to performers of any in classical music. (The stack of solo piano music may be higher, but consider the number of pianists…) 


After a hiatus of eleven years away from composition, I started back with editing my collection of solo violin sonatas in 2002; then, once warmed up, it was time for a new piece. As quartets and quintets flow most easily from my 1.1 mm Scripto Classic pencil (don’t forget the IBM electrographic lead), I began my re-entry with a string quartet. What to write? Well—something playable by good amateurs, but of interest to any professional; something not too long but long enough to justify the effort; something that people can listen to and enjoy on a number of levels; and something that touches the heart. 


So! The first movement ended up with a kind of moodiness that justifies the title of Nocturne. The second movement is in strict classical minuet form, complete with a trio section and minuet da capo. I don’t usually get the chance to make musicians flip pages back and forth trying to find the little symbol and hey don’t forget the repeat did we agree to take it or not? Always good for a little nail-biting during performance. Don’t let the form fool you, though, this is 21st Century music, although it may seem to ignore the last 60 years of thumping and bumping that most in the audience would just as soon forget. You may find a little Prokoviev, a touch of Bartok in his milder moods, maybe a little Ravel, and in the Minuet, more than a touch of Papa Haydn in the stew; but the language is pretty typical Robinson. 
